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H O R I Z O N S

O
n a warm autumn afternoon, Doug Lang 
sits at the kitchen table on his property, 
Balintore, and tucks into freshly baked 
zucchini slice. On the wall, an old black-

and-white photograph shows his grandfather sitting 
on a horse, a mob of cattle around him. 

“He wrote everything down,” says Doug of his 
grandfather Archibald Lang, who managed the 
family property near Colac, on the edge of Victoria’s 
fertile Western Districts, in the early 1900s. Archie’s 
diaries, covering everything from cattle sales to house 
extensions, are now a family heirloom for the Langs, 
who have been on Balintore since 1897. 

For Doug, the gift of writing is an inheritance that 
has been life-saving. His book, The Nature of Survival, 
published last year, tells the story of his lifelong battle 
with mental illness and how a connection to land, 
nature and family has sustained him. 

The youngest of five children, Doug always knew 
something wasn’t right with his mental health. “I 
started having thoughts when I was seven or eight – 
maybe even younger – dark thoughts all the time, and 
it was pretty scary,” he says. When he was 14, Doug 
was advised by a local GP to ‘snap out of it’. “And when 
someone tells you that – to stop having thoughts – well 
you just have more,” he says.

He left school soon after, had a stint milking cows 
with his father, William, on Balintore, and then met 
and married Cheryl, a farm girl and trainee nurse at 
Colac hospital. The couple started a family, first Simon, 
then Ryan and Billy, and, finally, twin girls Rebecca and 
Christy. As the kids grew, the family moved back and 
forth between Victoria and Queensland, Doug worked 
various jobs, Cheryl nursed, and they coped. There were 
ups and downs with Doug’s mental health, but mostly 
life was good. “But I was always pretty restless, always 
searching for something,” Doug says. 

In 1997, with the twins in Year 6, Doug decided 
he wanted to head north again, this time to Darwin. 
He landed a job at Jabiru and moved out ahead of the 
family, who settled into the capital. Things were looking 

positive. “I was feeling good, so I decided I didn’t need 
my medication anymore,” Doug says. “And everything 
hit the fan real quick.” He lost the job, his mental health 
declined and the decision was made to return home. Life 
settled down again and for four or five years, happiness 
returned. But the demons resurfaced. 

“I was drinking a lot. It didn’t matter what time of day. 
And the depression was pretty bad,” Doug says. He lost 
another job and things turned from bad to worse. “My 
self-esteem had gone right down because I was home,  
I didn’t have a job and I thought I’d failed at everything.” 
He kept drinking, overdosed more than once, and spent 
the next few months in and out of hospital. Cheryl tried 
to keep the family together and get the twins through 
Year 12 but, in the end, it was too much. 

“Two days after the third overdose, when he’d been 
airlifted to Melbourne, the hospital rang to say he 
needed to be picked up,” Cheryl says. “But I said, ‘No’.” 
That decision, Cheryl says, to effectively cut Doug off, 
was one of the hardest of her life. “I was looked on as a 
really bad person not to take him home again, but I said, 
‘You’re not coming home while you’re drinking’.”

Doug moved in with his sister Cynthia in Colac. 
Then a phone call from a friend started a chain of events 
that saved his life. The friend suggested Doug attend 
Alcoholics Anonymous. Within three weeks he’d stopped 
drinking. Then another mate, Mike, suggested Doug 
help with planting some trees on his bush block. For the 
next month Doug planted trees, saw his psychologist 
regularly, and kept off the booze. 

“After a while my head started to clear and I started 
to get some focus, and it gave me an inch of self-esteem, 
knowing I was out there doing something worthwhile 
again,” Doug says. “And that’s when I thought I could 
plant some trees on our place, so I did, and the more I 
planted, the better I felt, and the better I felt, the more I 
planted.” It was then that he first thought about writing 
a book, using the notes he’d scribbled down for years.

Doug moved back to Balintore, completed diplomas 
in counselling and drug and alcohol support, and started 
working again. “Even though he still wasn’t well, he was 
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starting to feel like he wanted to do something that would 
leave a mark,” Cheryl says. The couple researched various 
hobby farm ideas before settling on trees. They received a 
local shire grant to fence off areas and revegetate with native 
plants. Then another. And then another, the last being a six-
year Federal Government grant for $60,000 in 2011. 

For close to a decade, life on Balintore was good. Doug 
was well again, the old farm was becoming a native oasis 
and he’d made the decision to finally write a book about his 
struggles, to share his knowledge and his story of survival 
with others, particularly rural men. There were ups and 
downs, but the worst was over. Or so they thought. Then, 
in 2012, with Doug away at Innamincka writing, the 
couple received the news no parent wants to hear. “I was at 
work and Rebecca rang me and said, ‘Mum, I’ve got a brain 
tumour’,” Cheryl says. “It was the worst day of my life.” 

At 27, Rebecca, an agricultural scientist, was as fit as a 
fiddle. She’d just completed the Melbourne marathon and 
the adventure series known as Tough Mudder. “She hated 
her life being on hold, because she had so much to do,” 
Doug says. After six months of treatment Rebecca passed 
away in April 2013. “It was the cruellest thing I’ve ever 
seen in my life,” he says, wiping away tears.

“While depression and grief might seem similar, they’re 
different,” he says. “With depression, you just don’t see 
any light, but with grief, people come and visit, you’ve 
got people around you and supporting you, and you think 
you can see a spectrum of light in a tunnel somewhere.” 
Eighteen months after Rebecca’s death, Cheryl 
encouraged Doug to pick up the book again. It proved to 
be a healing experience. “I found writing about it really 
helpful,” Doug says. “I’d be writing and crying.” 

“We both would be,” adds Cheryl, looking across at her 
husband of 44 years.

Today, the book is finished and almost half of the 
property is covered in trees. Walking through a fenced-off 
plantation, Doug bends down to point out a small, purple 
flower beneath a silver banksia. “Native geranium,” he 
says, smiling. Later, he points out the flowers of a bursaria. 
“We used to spray them, and now we’re planting them.”

Along with the banksias, geraniums and bursaria, 
kangaroo grass, wallaby grass, saltbush and kangaroo apples 
have all returned to complement the plantations of sugar 
gum, swamp gum, manna gum and spotted gum. “When 
I was young we’d go around spraying and we’d spray every 
bloody thing,” Doug says. “But now I can envisage our 
grandchildren and their children, and generations to come, 
they’ll be able to come out here and walk through these 
trees.” At the heart of Balintore is Rebecca’s Plantation, a 
forest of native trees, shrubs and wildflowers.   

For more information about The Nature of Survival go to 
www.natureofsurvival.com.au.
Lifeline Australia: 131 144.  Beyond Blue: 1300 224 636
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